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Notoriously, there are almost as many definitions of the concept 
of culture as there are people who use the term. In a very broad 
sense though, the various meanings cluster around three fields, 
which can perhaps best be described by their respective students. 
Culture, in the singular or plural, is studied by (some) biologists 
and microbiologists, by (most) anthropologists and by (virtually 
all) art historians, musicologists and literary critics. Thus the 
high points of culture in these visions would be, say, a colony of 
penicillin on a laboratory dish, the kinship system of the 
Australian Aranda - though it would never be described as the 
highest, for all cultures are equal in the eyes of the 
anthropologists' God - and the works of Shakespeare, Rembrandt 
and Mozart. 
For historians, at least those writing in English, the first of 
these meanings is not so relevant, and is divorced from the 
others, especially as it is semantically substantially narrower than 
in Dutch. (Thus we translate "Kultuurstelsel" as "Cultivation 
System"). The latter two, in contrast, are of great importance, 
but luckily they are closely related to each other at a theoretical 
level. They can be seen as two realisations of the underlying 
value system of a society (as it was continuously changing, a 
historian is bound to add), on the one hand in social structure, 
institutions, religion and so forth, and, on the other, in its art. 
The one is what Durkheim called the "representations collectives" 
of a society; the other, at least given the Western tradition of 
the artist as a man or woman apart, as the "representations 
individuelles". 
This is of course a highly "idealist" vision of the underlying 
forces within society. It assumes that it is the order which is 
imposed on the chaos of the world by human intelligences which 
provides the basis for culture in all its manifestations. This 
makes a survey of the historiography of culture in South Africa 
particulary difficult, since the majority of the most creative 
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recent work in this field has been stridently materialist and 
Marxist. In part this is the result of an unconscious and in my 
view mistaken belief that this is the only intellectual position 
which is compatible with an allegiance to the liberation struggle, 
which all worthwhile thinkers and writers on South Africa have, 
very properly, to proclaim theirs but there are also other 
reasons. In the last century, South Africa has experienced an 
almost inconceivable transformation from a conglomerate of 
relatively poor, of ten subsistence orientated societies to a 
modern industrial state. At the basis of this was not some change 
in the value system of South Africans, but rather a fundamental 
change in the systems of production within the country. In the 
last third of the nineteenth century, it was discovered that the 
South African interior contained enormous mineral wealth. Around 
what was to become the town of Kimberley, the world's first 
non-alluvial diamond mines were opened up from 1870. Then, only 
a decade and a half later, a long ridge of hills known as the 
Witwatersrand, which form part of the watershed between the 
Indian and the Atlantic oceans in the Southern Transvaal, was 
found to contain virtually inexhaustible supplies of admittedly low 
grade gold ore. In addition to these, it has also turned out the 
rocks of South Africa hold virtually all the minerals used in the 
modern world, with the single (though crucial) exception of 
petroleum. The socio-economic transformation of the country must 
thus be seen as a result of these quintessentially material forces 
- I can think of few things less "ideal" than a Witwatersrand 
gold mine. Therefore it is surely correct to view the history of 
the Southern African sub-continent at the macro level in 
material terms. 
One result of this has been that a large amount of academie 
work has been concentrated on the economie history of South 
Africa, seen in its political and social context. The developments 
of the mining industry, of capitalist farming (which became much 
more important as the cities provided a much larger market for 
their products and as the infrastructure and capital to allow it to 
flourish became available) and to a lesser extent of various 
secondary industries have been widely studied. This allowed those 
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with a bent for such activities to identify, in a fairly a priori 
fashion, the various classes which South African society in the 
twentieth Century was made up of. 
This, of course, is where the problems began. It led to a 
perhaps unnecessarily sharp exchange between those labelled as 
the "structuralists" or "structural Marxists" and the "social 
historians", even though the latter never thought of denying the 
importance of either the massive economic transformation of 
South Africa in the last hundred years or of the rôle of 
capitalist enterprises in this process and in the fashioning of 
modem South Afr ica . 1 Rather, as was written in the introduction 
to the first of a number of very important collections of essays 
on many aspects of the country's social history, 
... the economic identification of classes is not the last 
word, but merely the first, and ... it is the political, social, 
cultural and ideological character of classes that renders 
them real and recognisable social catégories. ...We possess 
such broad catégories as 'white workers', 'black workers', 
'the black petty-bourgeoisie' or even the 'old' and the 'new' 
petty bourgeoisie, and we divide workers into skilled and 
unskilled, manufacturing and mining, maie and female, 
English and Afrikaans speaking. But it began to émerge that 
thèse are no more than stereotypes whose usefulness in 
understanding the real social relationships that prevail on 
the Rand is limited. 2 
Here, clearly the overlap with the "idealist" notion of culture I 
put forward above becomes clear. Bozzoli is arguing that the 
nature of South Africa's classes cannot be read off from the 
economic structure of the society in a simplistic way, or in a 
way which is not tautologous. The resuit of this awareness is 
that there has been an attempt to grasp the ways in which the 
African population of South Africa has experienced, struggled 
with and, in so doing, altered the domination of white rule and 
the capitalist economy. In other words, the enterprise is 
effectively identical to the investigation of the various South 
African cultures as conceived in this paper. In both cases, the 
prime concern is with the manners in which Africans have 
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conceived and learnt to cope with the oppressive situation in 
which they have lived. And of course no-one would deny in 
theory, and hardly anyone has managed to ignore in practice, the 
fact that the expressions of norms and values which we know as 
culture, and indeed the norms and values themselves, are 
crucially and continually altered by the shifting material 
circumstances in which the people concerned have found 
themselves. It is to the work on this broad thème which has 
appeared in the course of, roughly, the last decade that I wish to 
address the rest of this article. 
Bef ore doing so, it is worth saying a little about the 
context within which this work has been created. While the 
individuals concerned have been widely spread around the globe, 
there have been two main foei, at the University of the 
Witwatersrand in Johannesburg and in England, mainly among 
South Africans living outside their country, particularly in 
London and Oxford. The two centres have always been so closely 
in touch that it is justified to speak of a single community, with 
its heart quite properly within South Africa itself. The African 
Studies Institute at "Wits" has initiated both a series of highly 
successful "History Workshops" and a major programme of oral 
research, whose fruits are just beginning to reach publication. 
The results of this work are as yet largely confined to longer or 
shorter articles - full-scale monographs are rare, though not 
absent - many of which have been published in five important 
collections, while in addition there have been two major 
collections by individual authors.3 It is on the basis of these 
books that the quickest survey can be made of the strenghts and 
weaknesses of this school of work, although I shall somewhat 
eclectically bring in such other material as would seem relevant. 
It is perhaps unfair to begin such a discussion by pointing 
to the greatest lacuna in the work of this school, namely the 
virtual absence of any explicit discussion of religious and 
cosmological change. Nevertheless, this is of crucial importance. 
As Marks and Trapido have pointed out: 
Christian imagery and millennial belief suffused the popular 
consciousness of even non-Christian Africans, articulating 
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with éléments of precolonial cosmologies, while for vast 
numbers of African men and especially women in both town 
and countryside it has been the church in its many forms 
which has provided stratégies for survival in the harsh and 
heartless conditions of South Africa's towns [sic] and an 
explanation of the universe more po werf ul than any proffered 
by the formal political organisations of the time. 4 
However, in the seven volumes of essays noted above there is 
only one which is specifically concerned with religious history, 
nor has the Journal of Southern African Studies, the other main 
location for such writings, done any better.5 By far the most 
important work has been on the nineteenth Century, with J.B. 
Peires's discussion of the ideology of what is usually described as 
a millenarian movement, namely the Xhosa cattle killing of 1857.6 
For the rest, the field has been left to the theologians and to 
the anthropologists. It is perhaps meaningless to make such a 
distinction, and the work of Bengt Sundkler, a missionary and 
later bishop, and of Jean Comaroff, an anthropologist, is of the 
highest quality, although Comaroff's account of symbolic 
structures among the Tshidi Rolong of the Northern Cape jumps 
from the precolonial past to her own fieldwork in the 1970s in a 
way that is disconcerting to historians.7 Still the failure of social 
historians of South Africa to come to grips with what is the 
major intellectual response of Africans to their conditions of 
oppression is unfortunate and worrying. 
The reasons for this failure are various, but dérive 
essentially from the secular, and generally unbelieving, 
background of the researchers themselves, and perhaps also from 
the fact that, with a few exceptions, their mother tongue is not 
a Bantu language, so that they have problems of translation and 
compréhension. The materialist point of departure means that 
initial explanations will be sought in terms of material and 
political instrumentality, and such explanations have considérable 
power. Beinart and Bundy, whose studies of populär movements in 
the Transkei and Eastern Cape are the most sophisticated of the 
genre, recognise, however, how little they have managed to 
disclose what they call "the inner logic of populär 
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consciousness", whose rationality was probably as much 
cosmological and metaphorical as material (but then, perhaps, our 
own is too). There are times, indeed, when they seem almost 
deliberately to walk away from the opportunities their 
exceedingly rich material offers them to investigate such matters 
more deeply. For instance, they pass over without comment the 
answer given by a mass meeting in the Transkei to the 
magistrate ending a speech wïth the traditional cry of "Pula!-May 
it rain!": "We don't want your rain." 9 
While, so far as I am äware, the subjects of Beinart and 
Bundy's study have not given their reaction to the version 
presented in the academie work - despite what I have said, it 
would almost certainly be largely positive - leaders of the 
independent churches have criticised the way in which they can 
be paraded as anthropological and theological specimens. 1 0 They 
wrote: 
There is one enormous omission throughout the whole 
history that has been written by outsiders. The work of the 
Holy Spirit throughout our history has simply been left out. 
The events of our history have been recorded as i f 
everything could be accounted for simply by sociology and 
anthropology. ...We would like to write our own history from 
the point of view of the Holy Spirit. 
They make a distinction between religion and politics, a less 
important matter in their view: 
Politics is not a Church matter. People meet together in our 
Churches to pray and to worship and to expérience the 
healing of the Spirit. They go to political organisations in 
order to take action against the government. ...The "Churches 
of the People" and the political organisations of the people 
have different roles to play. 1 1 
Unti l historians can incorporate these visions into their work, 
and can see how a man or woman can be simultaneously, and 
without inner conflict, a member of a spirit church and a trade 
union, or for that matter a devout Anglican and president of the 
African National Congress, then the study of South Africa wi l l 
remain conceptually incomplete. 
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Perhaps this is asking too much. It is obviously peculiarly 
difficult to write the history of "mentaliteit" of black South 
Africans, given the nature of the sources. Oral research can do 
little to help, except for such fixed texts as hymns, songs and 
oral poetry. Even without the problems caused by interviewées 
unconsciously trimming their answers to what they believe the 
interviewer to want to hear, they cannot say with certainty what 
they once thought, only what they now think they thought. 
Written material, which does not suffer from this latter problem, 
is also not without its difficulties. It is necessarily the work-of 
someone who is literate, and has thus taken on at least some of 
the cultural baggage of Western schooling. Many of the riebest 
sources dérive from the interaction of Africans with the state, 
and are thus preserved in the State's archives (which incidentally 
are of surprisingly free access and have only a 30 year rule). 
Even more than in the case of recently collected oral narratives, 
the circumstances of their production mean that these sources 
necessarily do not tell all that was in their authors' minds. 
Notwithstanding these conceptual and methodological 
Problems, the achievement of South Africa's social historians in 
many fields has been most impressive. Cônsciousness has remained 
somewhat elusive, but the produets of that cônsciousness have 
been brought to light. I may have criticised some aspects of 
Beinart and Bundy's work, but I would wish to make clear that I 
consider their work on the populär movements of the Eastern 
Cape and Transkei to be exceedingly important and illuminating. 
For the first time, we have been able to see how the ordinary 
people of a large part of rural South Africa reacted to the 
pressure placed on them by the oppressive and racist economie 
system and how, by their action, they were able, at least in part, 
to manipulate and shape that system. It may not always be quite 
clear what were the mainsprings of their actions, but both the 
proximate causes and the content of their résistance have been 
revealed, and for this we should bè truly thankful. 
The other most successful focus of attention has been on 
the processes of urbanisation, particularly in the sprawling PWV 
(Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereeniging) conurbation in the southern 
11 
Robert Ross 
Transvaal. This has been the heartland of South Africa's modern 
economy. It contains not merely its most important mines but 
also a very high proportion of its industry and the centre of 
government, and of course there have been enormous spin-offs 
from these into the service sector. These have provided the 
opportunities to which Africans have been drawn in enormous 
numbers as they have been forced off the land. It is there that 
the new urban communities have been created and successively 
destroyed. It is there that the urban cultures of modern South 
Africa have been forged. 
As is to be expected, the unit of study for such work has 
varied. There have been those who have investigated localities 
- the slumyards of central Johannesburg before they were 
cleared, Sophiatown, the freehold suburb of Johannesburg that 
became the embodiment of African independence and so was razed 
by the apartheid state and replaced by a new white suburb, 
named Triomf with a lack of subtlety startling even for Dr 
Verwoerd, the locations of Brakpan on the East Rand, of 
Pretoria, of Vereeniging (Sharpeville!), of Potchefstroom in the 
West. 1 2 There have been discussions of particular types of jobs 
- cab drivers, washermen, food sellers, foundry workers, above all 
the migrant miners. There have been studies of the émergent 
trade unions and, naturally of particular interest, of radical 
political movements - although it is virtually impossible to 
separate out the latter from discussions of the gênerai conditions 
under which the people have lived. The squatters who 
appropriated open land to the north-east of Johannesburg during 
World War II were simultaneously creating a new place in which 
to live and acting in conscious défiance of government policy, 
and the articles which there have been on particular localities 
have, almost without exception, focussed on the political action 
of those areas' inhabitants against the regime. There have also 
been those works on specific groups of people - women, the 
African elite, criminals, for instance - or indeed on individual 
people. Between them, they are building up a picture of the 
émergence of an African proletariate formed in the struggle 
against the domination of the white state and big capital. 1 3 
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If the majority of the work on urban South Africa has been 
on the FWV conurbation, for evident reasons, it is certainly not 
the only centre of attention. Both Beinart and Bundy and Tom 
Lodge have written on East London, in the Eastern Cape. The 
intricacies of greater Cape Town are being explored, as are those 
of Natal where the relations of town and countryside are 
particularly close and where a political movement based on Zulu 
ethnicity can compete - in a very violent way - with the 
countrywide résistance organisations. And there have been a 
number of excursions into the furthest corners of the Republic, 
notably with Patrick Harries's discussion of a small Community 
expelled from the Limpopo flood piain i n the far northeastern 
Transvaal. Nevertheless, there are still enumerable smaller towns 
(and several larger ones 1 4) as well as much of the countryside 
which await their local studies. 
I do not have the space, or indeed the compétence, to make 
more than, at the most, bald généralisations about the totality 
(assuming there to be one) of which thèse studies are particular 
expressions. Perhaps I should limit myself to the most obvious 
points. The first is that the communities of black South Africa 
have all been formed in opposition to, but within the parafneters 
provided by, the segregationist and apartheid State, and the 
oppression which that embodies. The second is that, i f there is a 
single black Community in South Africa, it is an exceedingly 
variegated one, and that the lines of cleavage in gênerai form 
the policies of government and capital, but are not those which 
apartheid itself has sought to create. Only in Natal, for reasons 
which Shula Marks has recently explored, has a separate ethnicity 
gained hold as a potent political force. 1 5 Elsewhere the attempts 
of the State to create "tribal" loyalties have foundered. Perhaps 
because of the state's advocacy of internai black separateness, 
Johannesburg has become a melting pot more thorough than New 
York ever was. 
This is something that is stressed by the producers of 
culture in the other sensé of the term, namely that of artistic 
expression. One of the most noteworthy points about the written 
literature of modem black South Africa is that it has almost 
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exclusively been in English. South African writers have chosen 
this medium very of ten because to have written in Xhosa or 
Tswana, for instance, would have been to accept an ethnic 
classification which they reject in favour of a universal South 
Africa identity. 
Perhaps as a result of this, the fiction by the blacks, either 
in the form of novels or short stories, has been almost exclusive-
ly concerned with the realistic exposition of the oppression under 
which thëy l ive . 1 6 
A South African Tutuola, or a Ngugi of Devil on the Cross, 
mixing clements from African tradition into the European novel 
form, has yet to appear. Perhaps this is seen, surely incorrectly, 
as something too frivolous for the desperate and revolutionary 
situation in which they live. 
As South African artists move further away from the 
alluring realisms of prose fiction, so the symbiosis of the 
backgrounds from which they draw becomes greater. It is to be 
found in drama and poetry, where the short distance from an 
exclusively oral world comes through, and above all it is to be 
found in the most abstract of the arts, namely music. 
The popular music of black South Africa has recently 
become justly more celebrated outside the country. Even before 
Paul Simon and Graceland though, it had received a certain 
amount of scholarly attention, notably in the works of the 
American ethnomusicologist and historian, David Coplan. 1 7 What 
he has shown, above all, is that the phenomenon of exploitation 
by white capitalists and of repressions by governmental ideology 
is far from absent even here, but that the creativity of black 
music has been able to rise above this. No-one, not even someone 
as unmusical as I am, could fail to hear in the mbaqanga that 
come out of Soweto that here is the expression of the life of a 
culture, in all the senses of that word, which is strong and 
ultimately invincible. In the repressive system of South Africa it 
is more than ever the case that what cannot be said can be sung. 
14 
Culture in the historiography 
Notes 
1. In this essay, I will not be discussing the major debate on 
the relative importance of capitalism and the State in the 
shaping of modem South Africa, in which the crucial issue 
was perhaps the causal weight which should be given to 
white racial préjudice, which might be thought-to influence 
the State very strongly through the ballot box. 
2. Belinda Bozzoli, "Populär history and the Witwatersrand" in: 
Belinda Bozzoli ed., Labour, Townships and Protest: Studies in 
the Social History of the Witwatersrand (Johannesburg 1979) 
5. 
3. Bozzoli ed., Labour, Townships and Protest; Idem ed., Town 
and Countryside in the Transvaal: Capitalist Penetration and 
Populär Response (Johannesburg 1983); Idem ed., Class, 
Community and Conflict: South African Perspectives 
(Johannesburg 1987); Shula Marks and Richard Rathbone ed., 
Industrialisation and Social Change in South Africa: African 
Class Formation, Culture and Consciousness, 1870-1930 
(London 1982); Shula Marks and Stanley Trapido ed., The 
Politics of Race, Class and Nationalism in Twentieth Century 
South Africa (London 1987); Charles van Onselen, Studies in 
the Social and Economie History of the Witwatersrand, 1886-
1914: Volume I, New Babylon; Volume II: New Nineveh 
(London 1982); William Beinart and Colin Bundy, Hidden 
Struggles in Rural South Africa: Politics and Populär 
Movements in the Transkei and Eastern Cape, 1890-1930 
(London 1987). 
4. Shula Marks and Stanley Trapido, "The Politics of Race, Class 
and Nationalism" in: Marks and Trapido ed., The Politics of 
Race, Class and Nationalism, 36-37. 
5. Deborah Gaitskell, "Wailing for Purity: Prayer Unions, African 
Mothers and Adolescent Daughters" in: Marks and Rathbone 
ed., Industrialisation and Social Change, 338-357. 
6. J.B. Peires, "The Central Beliefs of the Xhosa Cattle Ki l l ing" , 
Journal of African History 28 (1987) 43-63. 
15 
Robert Ross 
7. B. Sundkler, Bantu Prophets in South Africa (Oxford 1948); 
Idem, Zulu Zion, and Some Swazi Zionists (Oxford 1976); Jean 
Comaroff, Body of Power, Spirit of Resistance; the Culture 
and History of a South African People (Chicago 1986). 
8. Beinart and Bundy, Hidden Struggles, 31. 
9. Ibidem, 206. 
10. These are those Christian churches which have split off from 
the mission run churches, and have often developed their 
own theologies in which the role of the Holy Spirit is 
generally stressed. 
11. N . H . Ngada, Speaking for Ourselves (Braamfontein 1985), cited 
in T.O. Ranger, "Religious Movements and Politics in Sub-
Saharan Africa", African Studies Review 29 (1986) 21. 
12. In South African parlance a location is, among other things, 
an area of controlled African housing. These studies are to 
be found in the various works mentioned in Note 3. 
13. Quite properly, in most of these volumes there is also 
considerable attention paid to the non-African inhabitants of 
the FWV triangle, notably the whites and the Indians. 
14. Notably Port Elizabeth and Kimberley af ter the late 
nineteenth century. 
15. Shula Marks, The Ambiguities of Dependence in South Africa: 
Class, Nationalism and the State in Twentieth-Century Natal 
(Baltimore and London 1986). 
16. On the other hand it is symptomatic that one of the major 
novelists working in English whose work is strongly non-
realist is a white South African, J . M . Coetzee. 
17. David Coplan, "The African musician and the development of 
the Johannesburg entertainment industry, 1900-1960", Journal 
of Southern African Studies (1979) 135-164; Idem, "The 
emergence of an African working class culture" in: Marks 
and Rathbone ed., Industrialisation and Social Change, 358-
375; Idem, In Township Tonight! South Africa's Black City 
Music and Theatre (London 1985). 
16 
